This study explored how Icelandic bank employees perceived and practiced social support in the wake of the economic crisis when the banks suddenly collapsed in 2008. Drawing on 20 interviews with bank employees, it was found that during stressful situations, employees referred to social support as one of the most important factors in overcoming the changes. The study points toward a complex picture of social support practices during organizational changes and underlines the importance of distinguishing between both nature and source of the social support in practice and in research.
This study draws on previous quantitative studies concerning the health and well-being of the bank employees following the collapse. In the study by (Snorradóttir, Tómasson, Vilhjálmsson, & Rafnsdóttir, 2015) , where the health and well-being of the Icelandic bank employees was observed 6 months after the bank collapse, it was found that the employees who kept their jobs at the banks fared worse for all outcomes of health and well-being studied than those who were laid off in the early aftermath of downsizing. Furthermore, Snorradóttir, Vilhjálmsson, Rafnsdóttir, and Tómasson (2013) , found that employees who were more entangled in the change process experienced more psychological distress than other employees who remained working in the banks following the collapse. In that study, job control and empowering leadership reduced psychological distress among the employees. Surprisingly, support from neither co-workers nor supervisors reduced psychological distress further. Because of this, it was speculated that social relationships which were important for social support might have been harmed due to the layoffs of colleagues. In terms of supervisors' support, it was also speculated that there might be an overlap between empowering leadership and support from supervisors.
To better understand employees' experience working in the collapsed banks, we conducted interviews with 20 bank employees who had been working in the banks during and following the bank collapse. In this qualitative study, we investigate the role of social support among the bank employees a. The focus is on how social support was experienced and practiced within the workplace during the changes, which might shed new light on the previous findings by Snorradóttir et al. (2013) on the role of social support among the bank employees following the collapse. This qualitative study aims to better understand the characteristics of the supportive relationships at work, the meaning of support for employees, how it is practiced and if there are different forms of social support within a changing work environment. This is in line with McGuire (2007) , who pointed out that studies on social support have relied mainly on survey data, while qualitative studies incorporating employees' views on social support at work are lacking. Before explaining the details of the study, some important aspects of social support are appraised that will be drawn upon in the analysis and discussion of the qualitative interview data.
Literature Review

Different Sources and Types of Social Support
Theories on the importance of good social relationships for well-being were first developed a long time ago. Emile Durkheim was one of the first to raise the idea that one of the key elements for individuals' well-being is their social relationships, representing social cohesion and the individuals' social integration into the society (Durkheim, 1972 (Durkheim, [1893 ). Durkheim (1893 Durkheim ( /1972 defined social cohesion as connectedness and solidarity in a social group. More recent studies have found that social support-where individuals give and receive both emotional and instrumental support-thrives better in a social environment where social cohesion exists (Campbell & Pepper, 2006; House, 1981) . In such an atmosphere, positive membership is produced and maintained and through cohesiveness; group members achieve consensus and encourage a positive view of the group as a social unit, allowing them to resolve disagreements and work toward increasing positive and reducing negative relationships (Friedkin, 2004) . McGuire (2007) argued that even though social support has been widely studied, there seems to be no consensus on the actual meaning of this term. He stated that within the literature, many items that supposedly constitute social support have been used to measure it, but this has not led to an actual understanding of the concept. For instance, the exact characteristics of social support relationships or the norms underlying the provision of social support have not been clarified. In a similar vein, in an earlier study, Uchino, Cacioppo, and Kiecolt-Glaser (1996) criticized research on social support for treating it as a unidimensional rather than a multidimensional construct. They pointed out that it is common to add various aspects of social support into one variable, where no distinction is made between different sources or types of these elements. In contrast to the trend in previous work, it is important to observe the different sources and nature of social support, as they can have different effects depending on what the support is needed for (Uchino et al., 1996) .
In the early 1980s, House (1981) already suggested distinguishing between different types of social support, namely emotional support, as expressed in empathy or active listening, and instrumental support, as expressed in provision of actual help. In terms of different sources of social support within the work environment, a distinction is typically made between support from managers or supervisors and support from co-workers. Co-worker support is thought to be expressed in assisting with work tasks (House, 1981) , or it can take the form of non-intimate or intimate relations where sharing of both work-related and non-work-related matters can be combined (McGuire, 2007) . Supervisor support is considered to be more consistent and available when it comes to giving information, suggestions, listening to concerns and complaints. Supervisor support is also thought to provide solutions, as supervisors have access to resources (power) whereas co-workers do not (Ng & Sorensen, 2008) .
Organizational Changes and Social Support
Research on organizational changes and social support is often quantitative and focuses on a lack of social support. Such quantitative studies have shown mixed results regarding health outcomes. Some have demonstrated that employees with low levels of social support are at increased risk for worse health and well-being during the changes (Niedhammer, Chastang, David, Barouhiel, & Barrandon, 2006; Petterson, Hertting, Hagberg, & Theorell, 2005; Vahtera et al., 2000) . Other studies have demonstrated no effect of low social support during organizational changes on health and well-being outcomes (Lavoie-Tremblay et al., 2010) . In a longitudinal study on downsizing in organizations. Vahtera et al. (2000) observed the effect of both improved and lowered levels of social support prior to any downsizing and following downsizing. They found that lowered levels of social support from co-workers and supervisors related to lower health, whereas improved social support from supervisors was able to reduce the negative effects of other psychosocial factors, such as low or decreased job control, on the health and well-being of employees.
Qualitative studies on social support and organizational change have mostly focused on how social relations are disrupted during the change process. Campbell and Pepper (2006) , for instance, showed that during a major downsizing at a large energy plant in the United States, many social networks were lost, resulting in little or no social cohesion. In addition, Koebers' (2002) research on a technological company in the United States showed how job insecurity resulted in disrupted social relations, marked with suspicion as employees evaluated who deserved to be laid off. In line with this, Shah (2000) found that social networks were harmed in a company where major downsizing took place, as employees lost co-workers who had been an important source of support. This also contributed to feelings of being less integrated within the workplace.
The Different Contributions of Support from Supervisors and Support from Co-Workers
Studies have shown that during major organizational changes, the role of management can be very important. Managers and supervisors can make a real difference in the outcome for the psychosocial work environment and hence the health and well-being of employees. Stensaker and Langley (2010) argued that the role of supervisors is crucial during organizational changes, as they navigate a path between the demands of the top management to implement changes and their own conceptions of what is required to maintain productivity and keep employees content. Others have found that when supervisors, for instance, encourage decision making during changes and are active in informing employees, stress among employees can be reduced (Arnetz, 2005; Svensen, Neset, & Eriksen, 2007) . During organizational changes, the distinction between co-worker and supervisor support may therefore be highly relevant. Vahtera et al. (2000) showed that good supervisor support was more important than good co-worker support. Further, Hertting, Nilsson, Theorell, and Larsson (2004) found that employees' job strain increased when managers failed to understand how the changes affected employees and their work; this led to employee frustration and lack of trust in management.
This review shows that study findings have been contradictory regarding the role of social support during major organizational changes. This study aims to understand the experience and practice of social support among bank employees going through organizational changes during economic recession.
Methods
Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted from January 2013 to May 2013 with 20 bank employees who were employed in one of the three Icelandic banks before, during, and after the collapse of the institutions. Participation in the study was based on employees' volunteering to report on their experiences during the time of the organizational changes. Participation was open to both women and men of all ages and of all different job groups from both the branches and the headquarters. Bank employees were contacted through emails sent out by either the Confederation of Icelandic Bank and Finance Employees, the main union for bank employees in Iceland 1 , or by the human resource departments within the banks. To assure anonymity, the email detailed that those willing to participate should contact the first author directly and that no information about the participation in the study would be given to the employer. For practical reasons, the interviews were conducted with those respondents who lived in or within a few hours' drive of the capital area. This recruitment strategy resulted in 13 female and 7 male participants. The uneven number of male and female participants reflects that the majority of bank employees are women, especially as very few men work as front-line service workers in the branches. When the last interview was conducted, we determined that no new knowledge had been added and therefore concluded that saturation had been met.
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International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 11, No. 7; All interviews were conducted by the same researcher. It was up to the interviewees to choose where the interview should take place. Most participants (14) chose to talk with the researcher in a meeting room at their own workplace. Four participants came to the researcher's office and two invited the researcher to conduct the interview in their home. It was not observed that the location made any difference to the quality or content of the interviews. The interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. They were semi-structured and focused on the participants' experiences regarding their psychosocial work environment during the time when the banks collapsed and what they experienced as the most important factor in their work environment that helped them during this difficult time.
Thematic analysis approach was applied to analyze the data (Braun & Clarke, 2013) . It addresses the data by identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes). This approach was chosen as it seemed to fit best to our explorative and inductive investigation. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded using Atlas.ti. Initially, the data were read through in detail in order to identify initial codes. In the next step, the focus was on codes dealing with different aspects of social support and grouping them in initial themes. The themes were then further reviewed and defined. Finally, some themes were collapsed into a broader theme and named.
The participants were not asked about their exact age, but their age ranged from around 30 to being in their 60s. An equal number worked in the branches and at the headquarters. Participants came from a mixture of job groups, including cashiers, supervisors, customer service representatives, and specialists in various departments.
To maintain the employees' anonymity, detailed descriptions of participants will not be given when citing parts of the interviews. Iceland has less than 350 000 inhabitants and giving out such detailed information could jeopardize their anonymity. Therefore, when quoting from the interviews, we will only state whether participants are male or female and work at a branch or at the headquarters, as the jobs in these two settings can differ, that is, most employees in the branches are front-line service workers, but in the headquarters they work as specialists on different aspects of the banking operations.
Findings
Through the analysis of the interviews, the following four themes were identified: 1) abrupt changes and increased social cohesion, 2) organized social support, 3) available emotional support, and 4) the role of supervisors in social support. These will be presented in detail below.
Abrupt Changes and Increased Social Cohesion
The bank employees generally referred to the collapse of the banks as unexpected and unforeseen. Many talked about how unprepared they were for the situation. Although it had seemed clear for some time that there was some turbulence in the international financial markets, it was common for the interviewees to say that the bank management at each of the banks had reassured the employees that their bank was safe even if other banks might be at risk. Interviewees reported how, even the day before their bank collapsed, top managers assured them that there were no signs of a major crisis in the financial sector. The following quotation is similar to many employees' evaluation of the situation:
I have often recalled that in this month before the crash I heard a lot of people saying the banks were going bankrupt and I was just so clueless or whatever and I was not in this circle of the tops who really knew what was going on, one just never imagined and just thought that all was good and I once said to someone that it is just as likely that the banks would go bankrupt as an elephant would walk into my office. But the elephant never walked into the office, but the bank went bankrupt. See, I was totally surprised, I just did not expect this. (Male branch employee)
Following the collapse, many experienced a chaotic atmosphere laden with uncertainty. Layoffs and restructuring started soon after the collapse and almost all interviewees mentioned feeling insecure about the future of their job. In addition, some talked about how difficult it was to witness their co-workers being laid off, while others reflect on the uncertainty about the future of the banks operation, as information was lacking. When reflecting on the events, bank employees often described what they experienced as a shock or even a trauma. In their descriptions, interviewees used terms such as "natural disaster," "catastrophe," or "hurricane" to describe the time when the banks collapsed. Some counted this experience as a serious trauma in their lives and compared it to other severe life experiences.
In most of the interviews, the bank employees explained that in this atmosphere of chaos and uncertainty, employees developed a greater sense of consensus, in the sense of looking out for each other and taking care of one another. Being a part of a cohesive group of co-workers was referred to as the most important factor in the www.ccsenet.org/ijbm
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 11, No. 7; immediate aftermath in dealing with the shock and misery accompanying the collapse. This was illustrated in the words of one female employee working at the headquarters:
[Following the collapse] people simply needed to survive and everyone looked out for everyone, you know, without thinking just about yourself … Before the collapse this was just a good group ... this consensus was formed after the collapse, in the group that remained.
The interviewees reported that it was not only chaos and uncertainty which contributed to this cohesiveness. The fact that the collapse of the banks had also wide social consequences left many of the bank employees with the feeling that they were being blamed for the nation's economic and social crisis because they were employed in the Icelandic banks. Many felt that the wrath of society that focused on the banks was also directed at them personally. A female interviewee working in a branch described how bank employees were being accused in public and how she avoided confrontation:
I noticed that people would just let loose on us out in the supermarket, you know, like we were some kind of criminals who worked at such companies. We had not done anything wrong. This was really difficult and a bad experience and of course I can assure you that I did not tell anyone first hand that I worked in a bank for a long time. I just didn't feel like taking up that discussion.
There were similar reports from many of the other interviewees. They reported hiding from the public and avoiding social gatherings-even among friends and family-as they expected to be questioned about their employment in a bank or feared having to listen to negative judgments about their workplaces. As a consequence, employees started to rely more on each other, as expressed by a male employee at one of the headquarters:
We [bank employees] started to hang out together more frequently after work, because we felt like it ... we felt we had more in common with each other these first weeks after the collapse than with someone else.
The perception of being blamed for the negative social and economic changes also gave them the impression that they had to set aside their personal experiences of the crisis. Being employed in the banks made it impossible for them to react in the same way as other Icelanders; they did not perceive that they could show or share their frustration with their countrymen or protest as other Icelanders were doing, as that meant protesting the banks and hence themselves. In that sense, some interviewees expressed that it was important to be close to their co-workers and share the experience with them, as others could not comprehend what they were going through. A female interviewee from one branch described her perception that only co-workers could understand the particular situation of bank employees after the collapse:
You wouldn't want to burden just anybody with this [the experience of working in a bank during the collapse], people who don't know what you're talking about.
Interestingly, the experience of finding relief in a cohesive group of co-workers only seemed to apply to employees where they had already known their co-workers for a while. A female branch interviewee felt that she was alone and without support when she was transferred to a new department, because she did not know her new co-workers. Furthermore, it seems that where working climate was poor before the collapse, these organizational changes could result in a less supportive atmosphere, as one branch interviewee explained. She perceived that the morale was weak prior to the collapse, and the changes in the bank resulted in less communication within the group as a result of an increased workload and a simultaneous reduction in the number of employees in the group:
It seems everyone was just relieved to get out and go home, there is very little consensus, the group isn't as tight, of course we are fewer and it seems like everyone has just had enough.
In this case, the collapse of the banks did not lead to increased cohesiveness but rather the opposite, namely increased detachment among co-workers.
Organized Social Support
The tension and irritation that was evident among the general public was also directly experienced in the branches when serving customers who had lost their savings or saw their loans escalate, as they turned their anger and frustration towards the employees. Many interviewees from the branches experienced this direct contact with customers as the most difficult work-related challenge that followed the collapse. Quite frequently, employees faced tense situations, which in some cases involved direct threats, as described by a female employee at one of the branches:
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Branch employees who report a more successful process of overcoming of these situations described how social support-including both emotional and instrumental support-was systematically established as a core feature in dealing with these challenges. These interviewees described how supervisors in the branches took charge in establishing a supportive atmosphere and guiding the group members in how they could support one another.
Many branch employees described a variety of forums organized by the supervisor to discuss difficulties encountered throughout the day. These could be staff meetings, where supervisors established a venue to relieve stress and pressure at the end of the work day, or a staff meeting, prior to opening hours to prepare for the day. These forums had the important role of sharing experiences, such as talking about confrontations with customers and associated negative feelings. It also provided a way for them to support each other; as one female employee commented, "It was very helpful to sit down and talk about things that had happened ... we were completely supporting each other you know." The interviewees reported that these arrangements helped them to cope with stress and prevented employees from being affected by negative experiences with customers in their private lives. The different forums for exchange and support also provided some opportunities to learn what measures were actually helpful in serving difficult customers. One branch employee described finding out that it helped when a second employee stepped in to assist when a colleague in a difficult situation while serving a customer. That became a process applied in similar situations. There were also descriptions of how employees were prepared by supervisors to step in to assist when their co-workers were facing a high workload. In that way, they tried to distribute the strain equally.
Generally, those who had this kind of support expressed being content. However, organizing support and talking through the problems added time to the working day. A male interviewee described that he was ready to put in the extra work to achieve a supportive work environment:
[B]ut [giving support] cost sometimes because you take on some extra work and spend more time on your cases, or relenting a bit in your work. But I don't think this is anything to regret, it's worth it for the morale and other stuff in reaching this group support; we approach the projects and challenges together.
Available Emotional Support
Even if the employees in the headquarters were not in direct contact with potentially angry customers, they also expressed a need for support to deal with the changing work environment and accompanied changes in their work. This could involve an increased workload or the work becoming less challenging and more repetitive for some. Employees working in the headquarters often referred to having access to support from either their co-workers or their supervisors. Unlike in the branches, there were no descriptions the support being enhanced systematically in any way. In these cases, employees mostly referred to emotional support, which involved the availability of someone to talk to and share things with. Some referred to this as having a good friend at work. A few interviewees also stated that the most important factor in overcoming the organizational changes was the availability of this kind of emotional support from either co-workers or supervisors. As one female interviewee at one of the headquarters commented:
To have someone you can talk to and you trust, that is by far the most important thing … and if your supervisor makes you feel good about ... I mean makes you feel that you make a difference.
Some interviewees were less formal in how they express the support available to them and refer to a good social atmosphere which was highly appreciated and created a more positive outlook on work, as reflected in the words of this female interviewee in one of the headquarters:
I don't wallow in whether I dread going to work. If you have good colleagues and the atmosphere is good, this makes up for all that.
Although many employees at the headquarters appreciated the emotional support they experienced at work, interviewees still reported having to carry out demanding or dull tasks. Many employees felt especially overwhelmed because their jobs demanding a lot of hours, projects were stacking up, and the pace of work was becoming too fast. For those, feelings of being emotionally supported by either their co-workers or supervisors did not suffice to reduce stress or prevent it from affecting their well-being. This was reflected in the words of one female employee, who had also expressed that she felt she had good access to emotional social support at work:
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When asked about her private life, she responded, "Nothing, I just had no energy left ... I just went home to sleep."
Two of the interviewees vividly described the availability of emotional support in their work environment and explained that they were eventually exhausted by the high workload and had to take a long leave of absence. However, the social support they experienced might have prevented even worse feelings of discontent. It also seems that the high level of social support within the group increased their loyalty to their workplace and influenced their decision about returning to work. Both of them returned eventually, although they both initially thought they would not do so. One of the interviewees talked about her decision to return after sick leave:
I think that if my colleagues [had left], it would have been much easier for me to make the decision [to quit] because you feel you have to do this with them and get through it with them.
The Role of Supervisors in Social Support
The role of the supervisors in leading employees through changes came out as a strong factor in the interviews. There were both positive and negative reports of how supervisors guided employees through the period after the collapse. What stands out is that, generally, those who were content with their supervisor also referred to a more supportive work environment during the changes. In contrast, those who were discontent with their supervisor referred to a work environment characterized by limited cohesion and social support. Employees who perceived that the period after the collapse was dealt with in a positive way described their supervisors as being visible, supportive, prepared to lead and take sides with employees, fair, and good listeners. Those who found that the period after the collapse was not managed well described their supervisors as being invisible, out of reach, not on site, and disrespectful. One employee mentioned that the organizational changes had demonstrated to him how important good managerial practices were. In his department, a new supervisor came in during the changes; this showed him what a difference a good supervisor could make:
Before the collapse we had difficulties with the morale, personnel changes were frequent ... but when my supervisor was replaced, things started to improve, communications improved, we were all on the same level ... I think the supervisor works systematically towards having things that way, which I appreciated very much during such difficult times.
As shown, supervisors played an important role in the organized support system for tackling customer abuse. A lack of supervisor support in such a setting was described by a few interviewees. One commented on the failure of instructions issued by the supervisor concerning how employees should support each other. She explained that the manager did not give guidance related to how that support should be activated. In practice, she experienced that within the work group, a request for support created more stress, as everyone was already very busy. Therefore, employees stopped asking each other for support.
Another interviewee working in a branch reported that although employees organized support without the help of their supervisor, both by helping out in difficult situations and comforting each other, the situation was so intense and the problems so difficult to handle that such support did not suffice. One interviewee reported that a number of employees from this branch went on long-term sickness absence due to exhaustion. According to the employee reporting about this, the lack of management was the main reason for the bad outcome. As she stated:
We experienced a lot of injustice and felt somehow like management disappeared and that we [the branch employees] had to take everything on … we faced a lot of pressure, and it was like management wasn't there.
Discussion
The aim of this article was to explore the role of social support and the ways it was practiced and experienced by Icelandic bank employees during major organizational changes taking place following the collapse of the banks in 2008. The aim of this qualitative study, was to shed further light on the issue of social support as major organizational changes occurred, and in particular, to better understand which aspects of social support and its practices are experienced as helpful in enhancing well-being during such changes.
It was found that social support can be a core feature in overcoming the challenges that arise during major organizational changes. The findings showed that within the banks, various supportive activities were experienced and practiced. In this particular case of major organizational changes, it was found that employees www.ccsenet.org/ijbm
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 11, No. 7; were dealing with both abrupt organizational changes and related changes with their job tasks; many employees were also burdened with the negativity that was directed to the banks and themselves as bank employees. The negativity the employees experienced was a new stressor for them and was especially experienced by employees in branches, who were in direct contact with customers. The interviews suggested that this new stressor from the outside contributed to the increased social cohesion found among bank employees following the collapse. In addition, it was found that in some of the branches, this problem was approached with enhanced social support organized by supervisors.
Some of the supervisors established a support system that involved both emotional and instrumental support tailored to meet employees' needs and help them overcome the difficulties. This kind of support was described as structured in practice; it involved venues for giving out and receiving emotional support and a structured pathway for how to practice instrumental support in dealing with the tasks at hand. The repeated meetings, for instance, were a forum to share feelings and difficult experiences, as well as to exchange information and solutions on how to best tackle the stressful situation. The findings indicated that when taking this approach to social support during these difficult times, employees found it successful in resolving the stressors at hand.
The social support that was experienced or practiced among employees at the headquarters mainly involved emotional support. Here, employees were not dealing with difficult customers, but they still faced increased workloads as job tasks piled up or the job became more repetitive. There are no indications in those cases that social support was structured around the stressors at hand. Among these employees, social support was described as a good social atmosphere or feeling like having a friend at work. The employees perceived that support from co-workers or supervisors were available to them when needed. The emotional support, however, did not compensate for the lack of instrumental support; employees still became exhausted from having to deal with a new situation regarding their work tasks. Even so, emotional support was experienced as important, as it helped the interviewees to cope with some of the negative aspects of their new work situation. For some, social support at work contributed to the decision to return to the workplace following long-term sick leave due to exhaustion.
Emotional support is very important and may add personal touch to the work and reduce negative feelings, as McGuire (2007) has shown. He found that emotional support at work can involve such active support as counseling and caretaking, and work-related relationships can be so personal and intimate that they sometimes resemble close family ties. This seemed to have been the case for the bank employees. Therefore, employees benefitted from the emotional support, even though they lacked more instrumental support.
The findings can be viewed in line with Uchino et al. (1996) who emphasized applying the appropriate support for the stressor at hand. In the case where social support was systematically structured, it seems to have involved regular assessment of stressors and a flexible approach to solutions so that the support could be enhanced to meet the needs of the employees. In contrast, where emotional support was mainly described as being available, it did not involve this regular assessment of the need for support to meet the stressors at hand. The use of these two different approaches can probably be related to the stress involved in facing the anger and dissatisfaction from the difficult customers in the branches, which represented a new stressor. This could have called for new approaches to meet the stressor with novel solutions. The changes in the work tasks could have been regarded as a stressor that was dealt with on a regular basis, so that new approaches involving social support were not required.
In the previous quantitative research by Snorradóttir et al. (2013) , they found that in the early aftermath of the bank collapse, empowering management was a stronger predictor than social support in reducing psychological distress. In that study, they considered the possibility that social relations important for support had been lost during the downsizing in the banks. In contrast, the present study showed that employees felt that social cohesion increased following the collapse and employees had access to various forms of social support, which they found to be among the most important elements in overcoming the stress that arose during the organizational changes. At first glance, these two findings seem to be contradictory. However, as pointed out in the introduction, Snorradóttir et al. (2013) also speculated whether empowering management could be perceived as some sort of supervisor support. In the present research, evidence is found in favor of this assumption. When supervisors made efforts in their tasks of leading employees through the difficult times, by either coming up with solutions or being available to assist employees in any way, employees were more likely to feel supported and to experience a good social atmosphere. It can therefore be argued that the empowering management was actually a form of supervisor support. With this in mind, the previous finding of Snorradóttir et al. (2013) might be seen in a new light. Both the quantitative and the qualitative study point towards similar results, namely that it is highly important for the well-being of employees for supervisors to lead in enhancing a supportive atmosphere during organizational changes. This is in line with what others have pointed out about the role of supervisors in such changes (Arnetz, 2005; Stensaker & Langley, 2010; Svensen et al., 2007) .
Supervisor support has also been found to be more important than co-worker support during organizational changes . This was also found in the present study: When employees initiated supportive practices during stressful situations without the supervisors; support, they found that they lacked resources to solve the problems. This is in line with Ng and Sorensen (2008) , who pointed out that supervisor support differs from co-worker support in that supervisors have the power, therefore supervisors can make changes to the psychosocial work environment, enabling positive factors such as social support to thrive.
This qualitative study showed the importance of exploring the multidimensional nature of social support, as pointed out by Uchino et al. (1996) . In the quantitative study by Snorradóttir et al. (2013) , the association of social support with psychological distress was measured according to its different sources (friends and family, supervisors, and co-workers), it only assessed whether employees felt that social support was available to them and did not distinguish between different types of social support. This qualitative study showed that some types of social support might be insufficient for coping with challenges in a changing work environment. Future quantitative assessments of social support during organizational changes could therefore profit from distinguishing between emotional and instrumental support in the workplace, in addition to raising questions about support from supervisors or co-workers.
As pointed out above, many of the previous studies on social support during organizational changes have focused on a lack of social support (Niedhammer et al., 2006; Petterson et al., 2005; Vahtera et al., 2000) or reported on how social networks within the workplace are disrupted and social cohesion is lost following downsizing (Campbell & Pepper, 2006; Koeber, 2002; Shah, 2000) . This study shows similar findings, but only in departments where the psychosocial work environment was poor prior to the changes or for employees transferred to a new department. Most of the employees in this study experience increased social cohesion during major organizational changes. This may underline what an extreme case of organizational change this was, as employees were not only confronted with layoffs and dramatic reorganization, but also with resentment and blame from society as a whole. The descriptions of increased social cohesion reflect other findings for societal groups or communities that have undergone major traumas (Alexander, 2004) . Such groups have been found to form strong bonds characterized by supportive networks and increased cohesion among individuals. It is important for the traumatized group and individuals to overcome the tragic event (Friedkin, 2004) . The extreme nature of this particular case, involving organizational changes, personal attacks, and perceptions of being marginalized in society, may explain why social cohesion increased for the participants while in other studies, less cohesion and more conflicts are found to be characteristic of organizational changes.
Conclusion
This study points to a complex picture of the presence and nature of social support during organizational changes. It showed that during major organizational changes when new stressors are presented, employees can benefit from social support. The study demonstrated that to meet the stressors that arise in such a work environment, both emotional and instrumental support need to be considered and enhanced or implemented. The role of supervisors in leading the employees during organizational changes was found to be very important; these supervisors can make a difference in enhancing effective social support within the group of employees. Future studies on social support during organizational changes could profit from a more detailed investigation of social support, thereby contributing to the identification of more ways of preserving and strengthening social support under difficult conditions.
